T o commemorate the beginning of the third millennium and the opening of the twenty-first century a.d., the Chinese government built a monument shaped like a sundial. Inside, a long fresco celebrates individuals who have made significant contributions to the progress of civilization during the several thousand years of Chinese history. In this impressive succession of important people, only two Westerners are represented: Marco Polo (1254-1324), the man who made China known to the West, and Matteo Ricci (Li Madou) (1552-1610), the man who made the West known to China. Ricci is mentioned in the fresco as the promoter of cultural exchanges. With him, shown using a telescope, are pictured two Chinese of the late Ming dynasty: Li Shizhen, renowned for his medical discoveries, and Wang Yangming, the famous Confucian philosopher who liberated Chinese Confucianism from its rigid scholasticism. 1 At this Nishan Forum, celebrating the four hundredth anniversary of the death of Matteo Ricci in Beijing, I consider it appropriate to reflect on the person the Chinese government has deemed the symbol of the golden age of Sino-Western relations, representing peaceful interaction, on an equal footing, between China and the West. Why and how were Ricci and the Jesuits who succeeded him at the court successful in gaining the confidence and respect of the emperor and many Confucian scholars? Why were they able to enter into a dialogue and an exchange among equals that still remain a viable and exemplary model for our times?
Ricci's Training and Formation
Matteo Ricci was born in 1552 in the small town of Macerata in the Marche region of Italy, near the Adriatic Sea. At the age of seventeen he journeyed to Rome to study law and two years later entered the Society of Jesus (the Jesuits) at the Roman College, the future Gregorian University, where he made his novitiate and studied philosophy and theology. While there he also received training in music, mathematics, cartography, cosmology, and astronomy. One of his teachers was none other than the renowned Jesuit father Christopher Clavius, a friend of Johannes Kepler and Galileo Galilei. 2 In 1577 Ricci's superiors granted his request to be sent on the missions in the Far East. After arriving at Goa, the capital of the Portuguese Indies, he worked there and at Cochin as a missionary until the spring of 1582, when Father Alessandro Valignano (Fan Li'an), who had been his novice-master in Rome and now was in charge of all the Jesuit missions in the Far East, summoned him to Macao to prepare to enter China.
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At that time Western missionaries believed in the superiority of European culture and brought along their own cultural patterns, which they imposed on people they considered uncivilized. This attitude, unfortunately, endured among many until the middle of the twentieth century. During the sixteenth century, however, a few individual missionaries, such as Bartolomé de Las Casas in South America, had already acknowledged the richness of local cultures. In Japan and China also, some experienced a real conversion of the mind. Impressed by the achievements they observed in Japanese and Chinese literature, politics, and philosophy, they decided to make this culture the foundation of their missionary project. Valignano was the one who masterminded this new approach, which was based on the concept of a multipolar world whose center was no longer Europe. He in fact wrote the first comparative study of China, Japan, and India, entitled Historia del principio y progresso de la Companía de Jesús en las Indias Orientales, 1542-1564. 3 The treatise provides insight into the Jesuits' perception of Asian religions, societies, political systems, and everyday life.
Another of Valignano's outstanding accomplishments, beginning with his appointment as Visitor in 1573, was to assert his spiritual authority above the political control of the Portuguese Padroado and the Spanish Patronato and, by the same process, to achieve a measure of independence for the Jesuits in China. 4 From the start, he insisted on recruiting missionaries not deeply affected by the conquistador understanding of Christianity and the world. From his experience as novice-master, he knew that most young Italians trained in the Roman College of the Society of Jesus were free from this infection, were imbued with the ideas of the Italian Renaissance, and were intellectually well prepared.
As a result, Ricci and many of the early China Jesuits, handpicked to pioneer Valignano's new model for the church's mission in Asia, were Italians. These were a distinct group of people raised and nurtured in what Andrew Ross described as "the cultural golden age of a specifically Catholic humanism." 5 According to the new paradigm, Europe was no more the exclusive model for civilization and Christianity. Christianity should shed its Western garb and be clothed, equally well, in Chinese style.
Valignano required all Jesuits assigned to China to know the language before he would let them enter the country. 6 -Editors missionary model, Ricci clearly became the one who applied it to the Chinese context. He successfully lived out a completely fresh approach for the West in its engagement with China. In the pursuit of this goal, Ricci had at his disposal not only his training as a Jesuit but also an impressive array of physical and intellectual attributes. He was impressive in physical appearance, with blue eyes and a voice like a bell; he was endowed with a facility in foreign languages and a photographic memory; and he was keen in his ability to grasp the essentials of Chinese culture and to discern the means of entry into a sophisticated culture like that of China. The invitation to this Nishan Forum states: "Confronted with critical challenges and dilemmas in human society, many have begun to realize that the most effective solution lies in recognition of the diversity of world cultures, and the conducting of continuous dialogue between different civilizations, to promote mutual understanding and trust among countries and nations." Some four hundred years ago Matteo Ricci had already adopted such a program. While in China he displayed a profound respect for the diversity of cultures, promoted mutual understanding, and was a master of dialogue on an equal footing. From a Chinese viewpoint, the Italian missionary's attitude and behavior might, however, sound more like a distant echo of Confucius himself. Long before Ricci set foot in the country, China's great thinker and educator advocated "harmony as the most precious thing" and stressed that "one could always learn from others," thus affirming that harmony could coexist with diversity.
It is also important to realize that, to a large extent, Ricci's way of life was as much, if not more, the "result of [his] reaction to what China was and who the Chinese were" as it was the "proactive and creative elaboration" of "a conscious and well-defined policy conceived by Valignano." 7 In other words, Ricci became who he became because his being in China and his encounters with a number of Confucian scholars encouraged him, both directly and indirectly, to rethink and reshape his own identity.
Ricci's Respect for the Diversity of Cultures
Ricci's journey into China is therefore a journey into the minds and hearts, language and culture, symbols and sensibility of those with whom he came in contact. This way of life accounts in great part for the fascination with his achievements, which extends well beyond church circles. He became thoroughly familiar with the long history of this rich culture, its classics, and its philosophy.
In 1594 he translated extensive parts of the Four Books into Latin and developed the first system for Romanizing Chinese. He tested the effectiveness of his work as teaching material on newly arrived European Jesuits. For this accomplishment of allowing two different cultures to communicate with each other on the basis of the Confucian classics, Ricci should be considered the founder of Western sinology. 8 Ricci also set aside standard traditional European mapmaking when, in a map he prepared in 1602, he placed China instead of Europe near the center of the world. This work is one of his many accomplishments that show his thoughtfulness and great admiration for the empire that called itself the Middle Kingdom. One of his comments, placed on the map just south of the Tropic of Capricorn, declares: "I am filled with admiration for the great Chinese Empire, where I am treated with friendly hospitality far above what I deserve." 9 Ricci's China journal was taken to Europe and published in Latin by Nicholas Trigault (Jin Nige). 10 It confirmed that Marco Polo's "kingdom of Cathay" was indeed China, and it reported on many miscellaneous details, such as the use of chopsticks. 11 Most important, however, Ricci's journal provided Western readers with a carefully written and reasoned description of the attainments of this great civilization on the other side of the world.
The journal also spoke of Ricci's efforts to win the good will of the Chinese people "little by little" and by living an exemplary life. As a religious man, it seemed clear to him that, through the wise men of China's past, God had continuously sustained the development of Chinese culture and society. To his friend Xu Guangqi, Ricci confided that on his way to China he had passed through many countries and found none that could compare with China, whose Confucian and music rituals he found the most brilliant in the entire world. But when Xu asked why China remained at the mercy of natural disasters, Ricci suggested that China's scientific knowledge in some areas was still insufficient and lagging behind when compared to that of the West. So Xu, who had already helped Ricci in the publication of several religious books, proposed that they publish some books on European science.
Xu belonged to a group of late Ming officials and scholars who were worried about the state of the country and sought concrete ways to save it from decay. Their search was in reaction against the intuitionist movement from the Wang Yangming school, which advocated that principles for moral action were to be found entirely within the mind and heart. Xu and his colleagues instead looked for "solid learning" or "concrete studies" (shixue). This quest is to a large extent the reason for Xu's proposal; over the years it resulted in a unique interaction between many Chinese literati and Ricci and the Jesuits who followed him.
Ricci's response to Xu's request was that they ought to translate Euclid's Elements of Geometry before any other scientific work because, Ricci insisted, the understanding of Euclid's geometry was actually the key for understanding the logic of the West. At that time in China, Western logic was practically unknown. So as Ricci explained the various points of the Elements, Xu often found it difficult to understand what the missionary meant and to translate it into Chinese. Shifting from the Chinese way of thinking, which was in terms of images, to Western-style deductive logic required a thoroughgoing revolution of the reasoning process. The two men had to go beyond the mere translation of words, sentences, and equations to make compatible two different systems of logic.
Ricci passed away after they had translated six of the thirteen books of the Elements (Jihe yuanben). Yet Ricci's verbal explanations and Xu Guangqi's written accounts of Euclid's Elements were sufficient to open for future generations a bridge in East-West cultural exchange that crossed the language barrier. In addition, the new Chinese terminology, which Xu Guangqi had to invent for point, curve, parallel line, acute angle, obtuse angle, and so forth-concepts alien to Chinese mathematics and therefore with no words for them-soon became a standard part of Chinese mathematics.
Ricci's Promotion of Mutual Understanding
At first it might seem odd that the first book Ricci published in Chinese was not a tool to preach the Christian religion but rather a small volume based on his recollection of what Greek and Latin authors had written on the subject of friendship. This book, entitled Jiaoyoulun (On friendship, 1595), was for the missionary a way to publicize his program to the Chinese, stating that friendship as a partnership among equals would be at the root of his communication strategy. 12 Ricci wrote the book because of what China had taught him.
From the day he arrived he discovered the importance of true and influential friends to maintain his presence in the country. The concept of guanxi, or personal relationship, has always been central to any understanding of Chinese social structures. It denotes an essential part of network-building within Chinese social life. The many difficulties encountered by Ricci and his companions in trying to establish a residence in various cities were often due to their lack of personal connections.
At the same time, Ricci's decision to write Jiaoyoulun was also likely influenced by his discussions with late Ming scholars, for whom the word "friendship" had become something of a code word for the promotion of a Chinese society where relationships would be among equals and entered into by personal choice. The book was widely circulated and gained Ricci a measure of fame and many visitors.
For a person whose early attempts at winning converts among the common people had ended in frustration, the success of the book reinforced his decision to shift to a top-down approach by "whispering to powerbrokers" 13 rather than preaching to the masses. He determined that he would have more success through quiet consultations with scholars and officials. This decision proved to be correct. Because of his great learning and personal probity, these conversations eventually led some to inquire about his religion. By pointing out that many of his faith's main tenets could be found in the Confucian classics, Ricci was able to bring several high-ranking officials to embrace Christianity.
14 He used to tell his Chinese visitors that "the law of God was in conformity with the natural light [of reason] and with what their first sages taught in their books." 15 After the Confucian temple built in Qufu, the birthplace of Confucius, the Confucius temple of Beijing is the second largest in all of China. Next to it is the Imperial College, where the civil service examinations for the highest rank of jinshi took place every three years. The names of the jinshi graduates were inscribed on commemorative stone monuments still on display in the temple courtyard. These names include those of three influential scholars who were converted to Catholicism by Ricci and his fellow Jesuits. Commonly known by Chinese Catholics as the "three pillars," they are Yang Tingyun, who passed the examination in 1592; Li Zhizao, who became a jinshi in 1598; and Xu Guangqi, who passed the examination in 1604 and later rose to some of the highest positions in the Ming government.
On the one hand, Ricci and his fellow Jesuits were able to reassure these three scholars and many others who followed suit that they indeed treated Chinese friends as equals and that the Christian message they brought was respectful of China's own culture and national dignity. On the other hand, without the welcoming and questions of friends like Xu Guanqxi and their passion in revealing to Matteo Ricci Chinese ways of thoughts and cultural treasures, there probably would not have been the Ricci I am describing here. The interaction between these two-the genial Renaissance missionary and the earnest Confucian scholar-is a fascinating chapter in the history of scientific, cultural, and spiritual encounters. I believe that this enduring friendship based on equality in partnership serves as model for meaningful relationships among individuals, as well as, on a larger scale, for peaceful and fruitful interactions between China and the rest of the world.
Ricci as a Pioneer of Dialogue
Ricci's most enduring legacy may be his strategy in engaging with a culture so different from his own. "He was very determined in how he pursued dialogue." 16 He responded to the curiosity of the Chinese intelligentsia about the Christian God in Tianzhu shiyi (The true meaning of the Lord of Heaven, 1603). 17 The book is not conceived as a typical catechism in the form of short questions followed by short answers that are to be memorized by Christian neophytes. Rather, it is a work meant to dispose readers to the reception of the Gospel. Ricci wrote it as a dialogue between a Confucian scholar and a sage from the Occident; as such, it is "the first attempt by a Catholic scholar to use a Chinese way of thinking to introduce Christianity to Chinese intellectuals." 18 Many of the aphorisms found in the Tianzhu shiyi have a familiar ring, as if they were taken out of the Analects of Confucius:
The virtuous person speaks little or not at all. Nothing is more conducive to a better life than to examine our conscience and discover our faults. The rich miser is more unhappy than the poor beggar. By foolishly trying to discover the future, a man incurs misfortune.
Because Ricci valued Chinese respect for a philosophical consideration, explanation, or proof of God; the nature and act of creation; and the differences between the human soul and the souls of birds and animals, he discussed these topics, as well as the question of the goodness of human nature. In doing so, he strove to "expound Catholic thought with the aid of China's existing cultural heritage."
19 By the same token, he displayed his deep confidence in the human ability to communicate with one another in truth and mutual respect with the help of reason and the natural and acquired talents at one's disposal. Throughout the book, friendship and trust are both the starting point and the fruit of the dialogue.
From a Christian perspective, Ricci's approach to nonChristians resembled in many ways that of the early Christian church. He went to China to spread the Catholic religion, but he carefully avoided the pitfalls of cultural confrontation. Instead, he followed a policy of cultural accommodation in an effort to reconcile two disparate systems of faith and thought. In 2009, in a message sent to the bishop of Macerata, the hometown of Ricci, Pope Benedict XVI wrote: "What made his apostolate original and, we could say, prophetic was the profound sympathy he nourished for the Chinese, for their cultures and religious traditions. . . . Even today, his example remains as a model of fruitful encounter between European and Chinese civilization." 20 Just as his use of the science and instruments he brought with him from the West dazzled Chinese intellectuals, so did his mastery of the Chinese language and cultural tradition. Ricci was thus reengaging with the theological tradition of the Greek Fathers, such as Clement of Alexandria, who brought the heritage of Homer and Plato to the service of Christian thought. For a while it looked as if Ricci's successors might bring about a successful implanting of Christianity within the Chinese context when, a few decades after his death, the Kangxi emperor issued an edict allowing the preaching of the Christian religion in the empire. But history did not repeat itself, because the popes and most of Christian Europe of that time failed to endorse Ricci's method of cultural accommodation. Pope Clement XI in 1704 and 1715 and again Pope Benedict XIV in 1742 rejected this approach and forbade its practice "for all time to come." Not until 1939 did the Vatican finally acknowledge that it had made a mistake and commend Ricci's method.
Today, attempts are under way at renewing the dialogue between Christianity and China begun by Ricci 400 years ago. The Vatican has given its full support to Ricci's approach. The author of the booklet On Friendship is being hailed as a missionary who undertook "a farsighted work of inculturation of Christianity in China by seeking constant understanding with the wise men of that country."
21
Conclusion
Reflecting on Matteo Ricci's accomplishments, Wolfgang Franke, one of the leading sinologists of the twentieth century, rightly called him "the most outstanding cultural mediator between China and the West of all times." 22 Indeed, Matteo Ricci's methods are today considered by foreign diplomats and business people in China to be textbook negotiating strategy. Ricci's usual demeanor, far from being confrontational, placed great emphasis on harmonious relationships. He knew how to display patience, tolerance, and kindness with his visitors. His good manners, understanding, and respect for the Chinese people and culture, combined with his outstanding scholarship, enabled him to adapt himself to the Chinese environment and to gain the confidence and friendship of many Chinese literati. As a result, a number of these were also drawn to the Christian message he brought with him.
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